Introduction
Human beings often believe they occupy a particular position in the hierarchy of nature, at the top of the scale. This held belief has a critical implication for the way humans perceive their surroundings. Actually, we often tend to believe that the world we are living in is extensively global and borderless and is our sole and apparent property. The world we are living in is referred to as 'the environment' or the natural world, as affected by human activity.
Increasingly, evidence supports the idea that for years and particularly over the past century, human activity has largely and often negatively affected the natural world. The phenomena labelled environmental degradation and pollution, which raised greater concern by the 1960s, illustrate how humans do affect the environment. Yet, humans do not seem to realise, as Purser (1997: 367) points out, building further on the work of Lovelock (1996) , that the 'obvious fact is that the earth can survive without the presence of humans; we need the earth more than the earth needs us '. Lovelock's (1996) Gaia theory explains how the earth's 'biota' is tightly coupled with its environment and how it acts (and has acted since life on earth) as a single, self-regulating living system in such a way as to maintain the conditions that are suitable for life. The system includes the nearsurface rocks and atmosphere and as such regulates the chemistry of the oceans, composition of the atmosphere and surface temperature. Hence increased environmental damage will lead to the disappearance of the familiar world of today within the life span of many people now alive (Lovelock, 1996) . Beyond the philosophical debate between 'technocentrists', who hold that humans manipulate nature and 'ecocentrists', who hold that the earth nurtures humans' existence (Elliott, 1999: 18) , two main elements should be taken into account in our relationship to nature. First, if the earth can indeed survive without the presence of humans, it cannot by itself 'cure' the harm caused by human activity. That is the environment, to some extent, is dependent on humans' willingness to act in a more environmentally friendly way. Second, and related to the former issue, humans not only harm the environment, but consequently harm themselves and challenge their future, if not their present (Purser, 1997). As Nobel Prize laureate Amartya Sen explains, 'It is not about humans preserving the natural world, but rather preserving themselves. The precariousness of nature is our own fragility' (PNUE, 2002 -translated by author). Indeed, environmental changes are suspected to have an impact on health, housing and infrastructures, economy, society and culture, within the perspective of an increasing vulnerability (PNUE, 2002) . Addressing these issues, Garner (1996: 6) argues that the 'present practices will have longterm consequences affecting the fundamental interest of future generations' and that 'more important is the increasingly international character of environmental decision-making'. What makes environmental issues complex to address is that they are by definition global issues, whilst the effects of human activity are felt neither uniformly nor immediately (Elliott, 1999) . Thus whilst everyone should be concerned with environmental issues, not everyone can have the means or ability to do so. Yet, environmental damages are mostly irreversible (Thomas and Belt, 1997).
To be able to address the issue of environmental degradation in a comprehensive and objective manner, we first need to understand our relationship to our environment. That is we need to understand and articulate what we expect from it, what we have already done to it, and to explore the mechanisms by which we damage the natural world as well as the factors that may exacerbate that phenomenon. Second, we need to explain why environmental damages have happened and establish who bears a responsibility for such consequences. Third, we need to define the most appropriate and potentially successful solutions to the problem. Last and most importantly, we need to make serious and wholehearted commitment to implementing these solutions. This paper explores these three issues of environmental degradation and is thus respectively structured. The paper closes with a proposal of an integrated model of governance that is required for sustainable growth. Wall and Rees (2001: 166) identify three main roles that the environment plays with regard to human activities that are not mutually independent (Figure 4.1) . Environment provides humanity with amenity services (e.g. living and recreational space, natural beauty), with natural resources used as inputs for the production process (also referred to as production function); and with waste dumping facility for the residuals generated by production and consumption activities (also referred to as absorption function).
The human relationship with the environment
Drawing on this framework, they argue that the 'capacity of the economy to produce still more products is constrained or limited by the availability of natural resources' (Wall and Rees, 2001: 167). Elliott (1999: 34) also argues
